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Livelihood Capital, Poverty Reduction, and Sustainable Development in Ethnic
Tourism Destinations ---The Case of Longji Villages, China

Understanding the role of tourism in poverty reduction and livelihood capital from a personcentered perspective is essential to the sustainable development of rural ethnic areas. This
paper selected the core components of the sustainable livelihood framework to construct an
evaluation index system and then provided specific indicator and evaluative criteria. The
study took villages in China’s Longji Rice Terraces—a globally renowned agricultural
heritage system—as focal cases. The entropy weight method and grey relational analysis
were adopted to evaluate inhabitants’ livelihood capital to reflect the sustainability of the
area’s livelihood through a micro lens. The study makes several important
findings/contributions: First, it develops a set of evaluation criteria for sustainable
livelihood in a tourism context including five capitals and 21 indicators. Second, local
inhabitants benefit from tourism development, diversifying livelihood options. Third,
farmers’ livelihood does not improve uniformly as time passing by; endogenous
development should be therefore taken into concern. Final, some suggestions are provided.
Introduction
Tourism is widely considered an important driver for sustainable development. The
tourism-led growth hypothesis has been supported by many scholars (Brau, Lanza, &
Pigliaru, 2007; Hawkins & Mann, 2007; Sinclair, 1998), with empirical evidences (Bires
& Raj, 2020; Su, Wall, & Xu, 2016) demonstrating a strong positive correlation between
tourism development and economic growth. In particular, researchers anticipate that
economic growth through tourism development will contribute to poverty reduction, which
is why the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) launched the
Sustainable Tourism-Eliminating Poverty Programme to fight extreme poverty around the
world. Tourism has thus been touted as a favorable option to promote less-developed
regions (Croes & Vanegas, 2008; Liu, Nijkamp, & Lin, 2017; Salvatore, Chiodo, & Fantini,
2018) and is considered a major means of poverty relief in countries like China (Gao &
Wu, 2017; Liu et al., 2017).
Tourism has been used to encourage the development of remote ethnic minority areas,
most notably in terms of alternative tourism approaches such as pro-poor tourism, ethnic
tourism, and rural tourism with the present study representing an interesting mix of all
three. Most relevant research to this point has framed tourism from a macro perspective
when investigating the antecedents of poverty reduction; however, the sustainability of
locals' livelihood could and should also be evaluated through a micro (i.e., locals and their
families) lens. There appears to be a lack of systematic investigations on the complex and
dynamic relationships that exist among poverty alleviation, tourism and sustainable
development (Stone & Nyaupane, 2018).
Based on the theory of sustainable livelihood, this paper selects the core components of
the sustainable livelihood framework to construct an evaluation index system and then
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provided specific indicator and evaluative criteria. The study takes villages in China's
Longji Rice Terraces—a globally renowned agricultural heritage system—as focal cases.
The entropy weight method and grey relational analysis were adopted to thoroughly
evaluate inhabitants' livelihood capital to reflect the sustainability of the area's livelihood
through a micro lens.
Literature Review
Livelihood can be defined as adequate stocks and flows of food and cash to meet basic
needs (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Originating in the
1980s, the livelihoods approach to development studies suggested that researchers and
practitioners should move beyond policy assumptions, eliminate biases and
misunderstandings generated by short field visits, and invest in understanding situations
from beneficiaries' points of view (Biddulph, 2015; Chambers, 1983; Conroy & Litvinoff,
1988). A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stressors and
shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets without undermining its natural
resource base (Scoones, 1998). Although no unified framework exists to examine
sustainable livelihoods, the SLF developed by DFID (1999) is usually considered the most
prominent option（Gao & Wu, 2017;Tao & Wall, 2009）.Shen, Hughey, & Simmons (2008)
proposed a Sustainable Livelihood Framework for Tourism (SLFT) highlighting core
features of a tourism livelihood system including assets, tourism- and non-tourism-related
activities, outcomes, institutional arrangements, and a vulnerability context.
With respect to tourism and rural peripheries, the livelihoods approach has largely been
applied to study the effects of community-based initiatives, especially ecotourism, rural
tourism, and wildlife tourism. (Mbaiwa & Stronza, 2010; Tao & Wall, 2009; Gao & Wu,
2017; Stone & Nyaupane, 2018).Tourism has become a rural livelihood choice and poverty
reduction strategy in many developing countries (Cater, 1987; Lor, Kwa, & Donaldson,
2019; Mitchell & Ashley, 2010). Many countries have taken advantage of their cultural
diversity and employed ethnic tourism to stimulate local economic development. Initial
use of the term "ethnic tourism" is usually attributed to Smith (1977), who defined it as
tourism "marketed to the public in terms of the 'quaint' customs of indigenous and often
exotic peoples, that often include visits to native homes and villages, observation of dances
and ceremonies, and shopping for primitive wares or curios" (p. 2).Over the past two or so
decades, the relationship between tourism and poverty has been situated within two main
camps: one emphasizing the business aspects of pro-poor tourism (i.e., the "profit camp")
and another focusing on structural barriers to ensuring poor area inhabitants indeed benefit
from tourism development (i.e., the "structures camp").
Sustainable tourism has been included in international agendas for sustainable
development and empirical research (Conroy et al., 1988; Hashemi & Ghaffary, 2017;
Miller, 2001) has been conducted to understand its role in local development while
protecting regional environments, natural resources, and cultural heritage and values. In
reality, it is difficult to ensure that the poor will benefit equally from tourism development
(DFID, 1999). Therefore, the effects and sustainability of tourism for poverty reduction in
ethnic areas should be carefully considered, including specific indicators and evaluative
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criteria. As the core of SLF, livelihood capital has received extensive attention. Sustainable
livelihoods are achieved through access to an array of resources, including natural,
economic, human, and social capital (Scoones, 1998).The indicators of sustainable
livelihood, however, varied substantially among communities, with broad and diffuse
indicators requiring different assessment techniques. Therefore,a holistic framework of
sustainable livelihood indicators is needed to thoroughly explore tourism's contributions
and threats to inhabitants' livelihoods, community development, and sustainable tourism.
Methodology
This paper applies the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF) presented by the UK's
Department for International Development (DFID) and the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), to examine tourism's roles in sustainable development, poverty
reduction, and livelihood from a micro perspective. Taking a system-level perspective, this
paper studies the Longsheng Longji Terraces as a case, and analyzes the sustainability of its
inhabitants' livelihoods, poverty reduction, tourism, and rural ethnic area development cross
two decades. Based on the five types of livelihood capital identified in the SLF, along with
the livelihood index system proposed, this empirical study incorporated qualitative and
quantitative approaches.
The survey included several sections: (1) respondents' demographic information; (2)
farmers' natural, physical, financial, social, and human capital status; and (3) challenges
associated with farmers' poverty reduction.The surveys were also supplemented by
interviews with villager and leaders usually taking 50-60 minutes and including the basic
conditions of tourism development, planning, and management, village-based changes and
leaders' attitudes toward them, current village-level concerns, and aspirations.Data were
collected at three scenes: (1) the Poverty Reduction Work Office of Longsheng in Guilin
City; (2) local poverty reduction inhabitants who responded to the questionnaire survey; and
(3) on-site interviews with village committees and farmers,which were used to gather
respondents' insight. When collecting primary data, the researchers used face-to-face
interviews and questionnaire survey to understand (a) the process of village development
and (b) changes in, and the current status of, inhabitants' lives and livelihood portfolios. The
entropy weight method was used to determin weights of indexes, and GRA based on the
entropy weight method was used to assess village inhabitants' livelihood capital.
Results
In total, 145 valid survey responses were completed and numbered sequentially.

Table 1. Calculation results of index weights for each layer
Target
layer
Evaluation
of

Criterion layer

Weights

Indicator layer

Natural capital
(N)

0.079

Dry land area
Terrace area
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Weights
（N1）

0.032
0.012

Target
layer
Sustainable
Livelihood
Capital of
poverty
alleviation
farmers in
Ethnic
Tourism
Villages

Criterion layer

Weights

Physical capital
(P)

0.183

Financial capital
(F)

0.359

Social capital
(S)

0.224

Human capital
(H)

0.155

Indicator layer
(rice plant paddy fields) （N2）
Forest area （N3）
Family location （N4）
Housing situation （P5）
Living materials （P6）
materials of production （P7）
Number of livestock （P8）
Infrastructure conditions （P9）
Annual household income （F10）
Annual household income per capita （F11）
Opportunity to have cash credit（F12）
Access to cash assistance （F13）
Is there a public official among friends and
relatives （S14）
Participate in social organizations and tourism
activities （S15）
Get human and material help （S16）
Farmer social relation（S17）
Overall family labor （H18）
Workers' education level （H19）
Workers' health （H20）
professional skills （H21）

Weights

0.009
0.026
0.012
0.006
0.078
0.080
0.007
0.086
0.082
0.090
0.101
0.201
0.010
0.005
0.008
0.013
0.012
0.009
0.121

Figure 1. The grey correlation analysis of the criteria level of poverty reduction farmers
with different sustainable livelihood capital level
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According to the research results and case circumstances, combined with the fuzzy
comprehensive evaluation method, the sustainable livelihood capital of 145 households can
be divided into five levels: extremely low (<0.2), low (≥0.2 and <0.4), moderate (≥0.4
and <0.6), high (≥0.6 and <0.8), and extremely high (≥0.8). Only 9.66% reached the
"high" level, and the largest proportion of farmers in the sample (46.9%) had a moderate
degree of sustainable livelihood capital. while 43.44% were classified as "low". The largest
proportion of farmers having a moderate degree of sustainable livelihood capital reflect that
economic growth through tourism development indeed contributes to poverty
reduction.And a few farmers had high level sustainable livelihood getting rich through
tourism and hospitality. No farmers in the study area fell into the "extremely low" category,
indicating that local poverty reduction has achieved some success. Similarly, no farmers
reached the "extremely high" level, indicating room for further improvement. Overall, the
farmers in this study mainly possessed moderate and low livelihood capital.And a few
farmers had high level sustainable livelihood getting rich through tourism and hospitality.
No farmers in the study area fell into the "extremely low" category, indicating that local
poverty reduction has achieved some success. Similarly, no farmers reached the "extremely
high" level, indicating room for further improvement. Overall, the farmers in this study
mainly possessed moderate and low livelihood capital.A separate analysis revealed that the
average livelihood capital level in Pingan Zhuangzhai was 0.485 and that of Jinkeng
Yaozhai was 0.442.
In terms of criterion-level indicators, little distinction was observed among three different
level farmers respectively relative high level, moderate level and relative low level) in
natural capital and physical capital, with clearer differences in human capital and social
capital. Financial capital demonstrated the most compelling difference among three
different level farmers. Farmers with relatively high sustainable livelihood capital generally
possessed great advantages in financial and social capital. Regarding index-layer factors,
F12 (0.952), S14 (0.952), and S16 (0.893) had the largest grey relation coefficients. Farmers
with a moderate level of sustainable livelihood capital represent the largest group in the
study sample. The grey comprehensive relations of financial and human capital were high,
whereas human and social capital varied negligibly. Grey relation coefficients were
relatively large for index-layer factors S16 (0.838), S15 (0.767), and F12 (0.745). Farmers
with a moderate level of sustainable livelihood capital represent the largest group in the
study sample. The grey comprehensive relations of financial and human capital were high,
whereas human and social capital varied negligibly. Grey relation coefficients were
relatively large for index-layer factors S16 (0.838), S15 (0.767), and F12 (0.745).
A comprehensive evaluation of sustainable livelihood capital uncovered several trends in
the study area. A comprehensive evaluation of sustainable livelihood capital uncovered
several trends in the study area. Second, the area's fragile environment restricts broader
improvements in overall livelihood assets among all of poverty reduction farmers,
underscoring the vulnerability associated with poverty. Second, the area's fragile
environment restricts broader improvements in overall livelihood assets among all of
poverty reduction farmers, underscoring the vulnerability associated with poverty.
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Conclusion and Discussion
This study contributes to the tourism literature by providing a comprehensive understanding
of the relationships between tourism booms and impoverished rural ethnic areas. It
conceptualizes and systematize sustainable livelihood development in rural ethnic area
based on patterns in the accumulation of five types of capitals which providing concrete
indicators and evaluative criteria from individual perspective.Meanwhile, the analyzing
system help us to understand tourism various affect, which is not a panacea for solving
poverty problem in remote ethnic area.
By analyzing overall tourism and economy situation in the cases, this study unveiled that
current living outcomes appeared generally improved compared with decades ago,
including enhanced local infrastructure, the preservation of traditional ethnic cultural and
higher household income due to tourism that in turn generated governmental and public
support for further development. Some suggestions of sustainable livelihood development
for rural ethnic farmers and government are also made such as stimulating rural ethnic
farmers' endogenous power and establishing more accurate fair government support and
guidance mechanisms. Furthermore, this study revealed little difference in natural and
physical capital.
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